
FATIGUE

W hen was the last time, during the ORM por-
tion of your admin brief, someone admitted 
it was a hazard that they were tired? Those 

words are hardly ever spoken. When was the last time 
you nodded off while listening to a brief? When was the 
last time you flew while tired? Maybe we should ask 
when was the last time you didn’t fly tired. The con-
straints on our time are numerous: ground jobs, SFWT, 
new tactics, families, significant others and social 
obligations come to mind. Fatigue can be an everyday 
occurrence in our lives; there just isn’t enough time in 
the day to accomplish everything we need to do. But 
how often do we identify fatigue as a serious risk to mis-
sion accomplishment? The intent of this safetygram is 
to raise awareness on the hazard of fatigue.

We are well-trained professionals who would never 
fly while drunk, but, we all find it acceptable, and 
perhaps necessary, to fly when fatigued. These situa-
tions appear to be completely different, but upon closer 
examination they are not.

Capt. Nicholas Davenport, MC, USN (FS) from the 
School of Aviation Safety, conducted an informal review 
of data from mishaps and hazreps from 1997-2002. His 
review showed that fatigue was the second highest aero-
medical causal factor after spatial disorientation. Alcohol 
was grouped with medication usage and illness—it was 
located near the bottom of those causal factors. This 
would lead us to believe that fatigue is a much more 
serious risk than alcohol use, but common sense tells us 
otherwise. As Capt. Davenport points out in his paper 
“Fatigue in Naval Aviation,” aviators correctly observed 
that this data is skewed, since we know better than to 
fly while drinking – it’s prohibited by NATOPS. If you 
look at Chapter 8 on rest, sleep and flight time (see 
page 11), you’ll find some suggested guidance on what 
is ideal, but little in the way of mandated rules. So the 
denominator for flying while drunk is much smaller 

than it is for those flying fatigued—we know better!  
That’s why it appears that fatigue is a greater risk—the 
number exposed to this hazard is much greater.

There have been many studies on the comparison 
of fatigue and alcohol on psychomotor performance. 
Collectively, the research shows that alcohol and fatigue 
produce similar levels of performance degradation. A 
1997 study by Australian researchers, as reported in 
the publication Nature, showed that at 21 hours with-
out sleep, the effect on performance was equivalent to 
someone who had a blood alcohol content (BAC) of .08, 
legally drunk. While you may view this as an extreme 
situation, the equivalent BAC of someone who had 18 
hours of wakefulness was approximately .06. Recall, 18 
hours is the maximum authorized crew day according to 
OPNAVINST 3710.7T

Now that we know the risks associated with fatigue, 
we need to address the symptoms that we may see in our 
squadronmates. Since we have all experienced fatigue, 
these will look familiar: irritability, mood deterioration, 
reduced patience, impaired communication, reduced 
attention, increased tolerance for error and risk, task 
fixation, reduced motivation, increased reaction times, 
and nodding off. It is essential to recognize these telltale 
signs in others because we then have the ability to inter-
vene and prevent a mishap.

In addition, we have a personal responsibility to 
prevent fatigue in ourselves. By making the proper deci-
sions that allow us to get a restful night’s sleep, we can 
both reduce the potential for mishaps because of fatigue 
and increase our combat effectiveness.

Fatigue is a hazard that will never go away. I hope this 
safetygram has raised awareness and fosters discussions in your 
ready rooms. Your squadron flight surgeons are your best source 
of information regarding fatigue and will offer more insight 
and controls to mitigate the risks.—LCdr. Pete Hagge, VFA-32 
safety officer.
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FATIGUE

The Book Says...
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